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Abstract
This paper contributes to the discussion on how to manage knowledge in organizations.  Taking a perspective,
which acknowledges the importance of but does not privilege IT as the decisive element, it reports the results
of a study investigating the process of establishing as opposed to conducting knowledge management.  Based
on a grounded theory approach to the analysis of the empirical data, a model of establishing knowledge
management in organizations is developed that emphasizes the involved actors’ actions in the process and how
these actions are influenced by and influence their cognition as the process unfolds.  This leads to an
understanding of knowledge management as an autonomous venturing process.  The model is then used to
suggest an explanation of why establishing knowledge management was not successful in the investigated case.
Conclusions are provided on how the model can be further exploited for studying and improving the practice
of knowledge management.
Keywords:  Knowledge management, grounded theory
Introduction
Although the knowledge management (KM) literature is extensive, the discussion on how to manage knowledge in organizations
has far from ended and suggestions as well as lessons learned are continuously put forward on the basis of empirical studies of
both successes and failures.
However, as Swan et al. (1999) suggested, the literature published in the field, with few exceptions (see Kautz and Thaysen 2001),
shows a certain preoccupation with information technology and technical solutions while it reflects a limited view of individual
and organizational knowledge related processes.  The practice of KM is commonly degraded to implementation of new IT-based
systems, neglecting important organizational aspects, in particular, human and social issues.
This paper takes these issues into account and adds to the discussion by reporting the findings from a field study of a KM process
in a Danish high-technology company.  Our focus is on the process of establishing KM as opposed to the process of conducting
KM, on the actions of the actors on the organizational level of the company, and on how these actions are influenced by and
influence the actors’ cognition as the process unfolds.  Based on a grounded theory approach to the analysis of the empirical data,
a model of establishing KM in organizations is developed and used to suggest an explanation of why setting up KM was not
successful in the investigated case.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows:  In the subsequent section, the research setting and the case organization are
briefly introduced.  The third section comprises a description of the research methodology and the fourth includes the presentation
and discussion of our findings.  The paper finishes with some conclusions.
Knowledge Management
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Research Setting
To explore how KM processes are established in organizations, we conducted an 18-month-long longitudinal field study in Oticon
A/S, a Danish hearing aid provider.  Oticon was chosen because the company had already worked with knowledge processes
during the creation of the renowned spaghetti organization (see Lovas and Ghoshal 2000; Ravasi and Verona 2001), the result
of a major change process that took place in the early 1990s, causing the company to migrate from a traditional, hierarchical,
formal organization to an open-space, innovative, project-based, flat organization.
The use of new information technology systems to coordinate plans and actions in the decentralized organization was one of the
fundamental ideas on which the spaghetti organization was founded.  IT accordingly played a very central role in the organi-
zational change process, which transformed Oticon’s headquarters from a traditional bureaucratic organization into an information
age, flexible organization (Bjørn-Andersen and Turner 1998; Foss 2003).  The vision, which was subsequently implemented, was
to create a paperless office equipped with identical workstations onto which employees could log on with their personalized
profile, regardless of which workstation they used.  In this way, the IT infrastructure supported the aim of creating a flexible
workplace where employees were free to move around according to their current work assignment.  To store all documents
including incoming mail, which was scanned, a document management system was developed, giving all employees access to
a shared electronic storage.  Although IT was given a central role in the change process, it was a facilitator rather than a driver
of the change.  It was the general understanding in Oticon that any KM process had to be based on the fact that people and not
IT systems share knowledge.  IT was seen as a facilitator that could enable knowledge creation, sharing, and use, but that had to
be combined with organizational initiatives.
The study followed the actors’ efforts to establish KM between Oticon’s headquarters and the downstream value chain partners
(i.e., the regional sales companies and the local retailers).  The primary focus for the fieldwork was to explore the actors’ meaning
construction and understanding of the KM process as well as how the actors’ cognition and action influenced the process over
time.  As the focus was on the process itself, the actual outcome was of less interest.
However, the project did not develop this way.  The first activity, KiteNet, was intended to map knowledge flows in the down
stream value chain.  It was put on a hold due to resource problems.  In parallel, it was discovered that, although there was no
formal KM project, various KM related initiatives sprouted in different parts of the organization and too much focus might have
been directed toward finding the one formal project to follow.  KM in Oticon consisted of a range of autonomous, bottom-up
initiatives.  Examples of these initiatives were intranet-based knowledge sharing systems for marketing and sales information,
an Internet-based shop and information site for the retailers (Professional Corner), an initiative to provide journalists and potential
customers with information to promote a new product (Digilife.com), an attempt to create an in-house KM consulting unit to
enhance the downstream value chain partners’ knowledge about products and services, and a project to enhance the use of
knowledge coming from the value chain partners in order to facilitate better budgeting and to offer them more relevant services
according to their specific needs.  This realization led to an adjustment  of the research focus in order to take a closer look at the
KM-related action that was actually taking place at Oticon without being part of a formal project.
Reflecting on this changed view on the KM process, a number of puzzling questions emerged from the fieldwork.  Why were there
so many activities characterized as KM-related that were related to but not formally part of any KM project?  Why did the actors
keep coming up with new ideas, proposals and experiments with information systems solutions when previous ideas and solutions
were not supported by management?  And finally, what caused this mismatch between the level of activity by the actors and
management’s reluctance to support the activities?
In brief, we discovered that the process of establishing KM at Oticon was indeed very interesting, and it raised some pertinent
questions that could provide important insight into how a KM process unfolds over time if it is not a top-down and planned
process.  Based on this altered conception, we pursued a grounded theory study of establishing KM as a bottom-up process.
Research Methodology
The ontological and epistemological assumptions of the study are informed by the interpretive paradigm and accordingly the role
of the actors is understood as active constructors of meaning as well as active interpreters of reality.  The actors’ meaning
construction process is central and forms the basis for understanding the actors’ actions.  Drawing from symbolic interactionism
(Blumer 1969), the meaning construction process is seen as occurring in social interaction between the actors.  Moreover, the
study adopts a social constructivist view of reality, implying that reality is socially constructed by the observer.
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The research approach of the study is inductive and based on a strong empirical foundation on which new theoretical insight into
KM as an autonomous action is created.  Specifically, the study uses an adapted version of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss
1967), also referred to as constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz 2000).  The two processes, discovering and emerging, are
understood  as covering a meticulous interpretative process in which the resulting concepts, and eventually the theory, are
constructed.  In other words, we do not seek the truth as universal and lasting but see the research product as a rendering or one
interpretation among multiple interpretations of a shared or individual reality (Charmaz 2000).
Data Collection
The data collection was based on multiple sources and focused on the process elements of context, actors, and actions (Pettigrew
1997).  In general, questions about KM actions (including activities and events) were pursued first, and they usually led to
information about the context for the KM actions and the actors involved.  General topics such as company strategy, social
structure, management, history, and environment were covered to serve as background information.  Cognitive issues regarding
the actors’ perception of the organization as the context for their own behavior and that of management were also pursued.  Three
sources provided the majority of the data for the study of KM in Oticon:  participant observation, interviews, and archival
documents.
Participant observation was mainly carried out throughout the first year of the field study with one researcher spending
approximately three days a week at the company, where she was provided with a desk and participated in relevant meetings and
discussions.  This time spent at the company enabled us to gain a familiarity with the company’s culture and its informal structure.
The participation also encouraged trust building between the researcher and the organizational actors, which again helped to gain
information about the actors’ perception of the company and management.  The interviews were unstructured as well as semi-
structured, each lasting from approximately 1.5 to 2 hours.  In addition, data was collected through many on-going conversations,
the duration of which cannot be specified precisely.  Some of the favorite topics of the key informants were discussed repeatedly
during the course of the field study.  In total, 18 people were interviewed, some of whom were interviewed 10 times or even more.
As Oticon’s company culture did not encourage the actors to spend time on creating memos or notes, the archival documents were
of less importance than the other two means of data collection.  Finally, academic as well as more popular literature about the
Oticon case has been a valuable source of information.
The actors at the operational level, who created the KM-related actions, have been the primary informants in the field study, and
the insights about the KM process provided by the study are based primarily on their experiences, understandings, and feelings
of and about the KM process.  Their mutual interactions as well as their interactions with management were observed.  However,
some members of management were also interviewed.
Data Analysis
The data was analyzed in a four-stage process, which spanned the entire study.  The process of building conceptual categories
began in stage 1, naming and comparing incidents.  At this stage, the focus was on inspecting texts and naming phenomena by
identifying concepts and discovering their properties, similar to what Strauss and Corbin (1998) refer to as open coding.  When
a concept was identified or a category emerged, it was compared to the empirical data and the phenomena supporting the concept
or category were questioned to ensure analytical robustness.  In stage 2, integrating categories, the focus was on integrating the
concepts and categories to build a first skeleton of the theory.  Where literature in the first stage was avoided in order to keep an
open mind in the analysis of the raw data, reading was now resumed in order to compare the findings to the existing literature.
This stage ended when the emergent theory was judged to have plausibly and usefully captured the underlying complexity of the
process of establishing KM.  The empirical analysis was closed in stage 3, delimiting the theory, where the number of categories
was reduced in order to identify the most relevant and robust categories to form a story.  In line with the view of reality as socially
constructed, the theory was constructed by the researcher(s) who, in the earlier stages, named the incidents and constructed the
categories which were reduced at this stage in order to make a decision about what story to tell.  We realize that many stories can
be told from a field study and thus it is us as the researchers who ultimately decide on which story is the richest.  Finally, in stage
4, writing the theory, we focused on presenting the data and the results in the form of a narrative and a model for understanding
the interrelationship between the actors’ cognition and behavior in the KM process.
Knowledge Management
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Findings and Discussion
In the following subsections, the findings from the analysis will be presented.  First, the unfolding of the KM-related process is
explored in more detail to explain the different foci and actions and what the key characteristics were in the different periods of
the process.  Second, the concepts and categories from the grounded theory analysis are presented and discussed in more detail
to present the skeleton of the model of KM as internal corporate venturing.  Third, the theoretical frameworks, which have
contributed to the refinement of the analysis, are presented.  Fourth, a stepwise movement through the model will provide the
detailed insights from the analysis as well as clarify the relations between the actors’ behavior and cognition that led to the failure
of formally establishing KM at Oticon.
Periodization:  Three Dominant Expressions in the Unfolding of the KM Process
Throughout the fieldwork, the course of action constantly changed, and it is thus an approximation when we refer to the “KM
process” as if it was a single coherent process.  Here, the complex nature of the process is emphasized by dividing it into three
different periods, each with its own expression.  Even this is an approximation, as the periods are not specified or clearly
separated.  However, this rough division helps to show the continuously changing nature of the process.  The periods are closely
related to the key actors at a specific time in the process, but the general discourse on KM and the experience gained from
previous KM actions also contribute to the creation of a specific expression at a given time.  The three periods and their expres-
sions are summarized in Table 1.  It is important to note that the labels for the periods refer to the dominant expression in each
period, but that all three periods contain the different expressions in part.  Instead of thinking in terms of separate periods, it is
more appropriate to conceptualize the three labels as coexisting expressions of the KM understanding and practice in the
organization, more or less dominating in the different periods.
Knowledge Management as Information Systems
At the start, the IT function spearheaded the process with the aim of creating a knowledge infrastructure based on an expansion
of the existing intranet, KiteNet.  This new knowledge infrastructure was seen as a natural development of the knowledge-based
organization, which was originally established as one of the pillars of the metamorphosis of Oticon resulting in the spaghetti
organization. The disperser-aimed service Professional Corner, which was developed in collaboration between IT and Marketing,
was central for the understanding and expression of KM in this period.  It was developed as an initiative aimed at creating value-
added services to hearing aid retailers via the Internet.  Several components were to be included, for example, an event planner
to help dispensers plan their campaigns, a news system, an order tracking system, and a marketing material download service as
well as a product catalog from which dispensers could order new supplies.  During the design and development of the system,
it was decided to use a technological solution based on the ERP system, which Oticon had recently chosen as the company
standard.  This decision contributed to shaping the functionality of the system and placed an emphasis on the ordering facility
through which the sales companies could place their orders.
Table 1.  Different Periods in the KM Process
First Period
Information Systems
Second Period
Organizational Practice
Third Period
Process Integration
Time February 1999 – September 1999 September 1999 – December 1999 December 1999 – June 2000
Focus New IT systems or expansions to
old systems are proposed to
codify and transfer information
in the downstream value chain.  
KM efforts are proposed as part of
a new organizational unit for sales
and distribution, which is
suggested.  
KM is understood as being an
integrated process in other pro-
cesses such as product launches
and marketing promotions.
Key Actors IT, Marketing Marketing, IT, and Sales Sales and Marketing
Examples of
Activities and
Action
KiteNet, Professional Corner Professional Corner, Sales and
Distribution Project
Sales and Distribution Project,
Strategy Process, Digilife.com
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The actors saw this focus on information systems as drivers of the KM process as a natural extension of the IT infrastructure to
include the downstream value chain in the already existing knowledge-based organization.  In retrospect, placing IT center stage
might also have been a result of the general perception of KM, which in the late 1990s was dominated by the conviction that
knowledge could be stored and reused by the use of IT.
In this early stage, focus was very much on use of the intranet to facilitate knowledge sharing in the value chain where people
in physically distant locations would be able to communicate and share information.  The use of an intranet was also based on
the expectation that it could work as the great unifier, integrating existing IT systems.  Finally, people in different parts of the
organization had planned or worked with intranet functionality and content.  The understanding of the intranet was accordingly
widespread in the organization and not concentrated in the IT function, as it was the case with other, more specialized systems.
From an IT perspective, the KM process can be seen as a step in the development of more advanced uses of intranets (Damsgaard
and Scheepers 2001) and intranets as well as the Internet were indeed seen as the enabler for the development of collaboration
and thus a crucial element in Oticon’s KM process.
Although there was a general agreement about the relevance and need of a KM system to strengthen the collaboration between
the value chain partners, IT and Marketing—the key stakeholders in the process—did not agree on the functionality of the system.
The IT function worked on an integrated holistic solution based on the idea of a central repository containing all information
needed by the target groups.  Marketing argued that this was too complex and time consuming to establish.  Instead they suggested
that the emphasis be on creating smaller-scale solutions, which could be launched immediately.  This disagreement shifted the
focus and the effort of the involved parties from development to discussions about the architecture and functionality of the system
and eventually resulted in an increasing resignation among the actors who had previously invested significant time, energy, and
enthusiasm in the process.
Knowledge Management as Organizational Practice
The first period of promoting IT to enable the storing of knowledge was followed by a period of (re)focus from actual systems
for storing knowledge to a focus on the organizational practices of knowledge sharing.  In this process, activities with representa-
tives from the sales companies were encouraged to get people from the value chain together to form relationships and to exchange
knowledge, thereby enabling  new ways of communicating and sharing knowledge.  These activities, which one of the actors
referred to as “[put] people together in a room and then close the door and hope that something comes out of it,” were obviously
not a very structured approach, but rather a way of facilitating knowledge sharing “without making a big fuss about it.”
A Sales and Distribution project also emphasized the routines for knowledge sharing, and proposed a set of more structured
routines to gather knowledge from the downstream value chain in the form of more elaborate and structured budget forecast feed-
back from the sales companies as well as more stable facilities for offering support and promoting new ideas to the parties in the
value chain.  It was suggested that a business team that could provide the necessary sales support to the sales companies on non-
product related issues be established.
Although IT played a less important role in this period, both Marketing and the IT function were still highly engaged in creating
and implementing information systems for managing knowledge in the downstream value chain.  In contrast to the previous
period, implementation issues and the organizational practices supporting the use of the information systems had become a key
concern.  An actor talked about “creating a contract where the sales company has to commit itself to spend a certain number of
hours on implementing the system and educating the users.  We thereby ensure that they do not just call us and say that the system
does not work.”
The focus on organizing people to enhance KM in the downstream value chain was primarily the focus of Sales, who worked on
different forms of organizing to bring people together to create and share knowledge.  These initiatives were not driven by the
IT function, but information technology was again seen as a facilitator of the KM activities.  
Knowledge Management as Process Integration
The third period in the process was characterized by a downscaling of the KM activities.  Although some of the activities were
still in action, attitudes about the KM activities had changed.  Previously, the KM activities had been promoted as separate
Knowledge Management
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activities happening alongside and in connection with the organization’s other activities.  Now the main emphasis changed to
focus and promote KM as integrated into the core processes of the organization.  An employee expressed this when she
commented, “Knowledge management is not really an issue in itself, it is just a natural and integrated thing—something we do
all the time.”
This downscaling of KM as a topic on its own can be seen as a consequence of the lack of support for the previous KM ideas and
activities.  It can thus be interpreted as an attempt to adapt the idea to what was perceived by the actors as the corporate strategy
in order to better “sell” the idea to management.  This is supported by a comment from one of the actors who said that “by making
it [KM] an integrated part of what we do anyhow, it has become easier for management to understand the value of it, and thus
easier to get support for it.”
The three different expressions of KM presented above clearly show that the process did not have a consistent, stable expression,
but changed over time and according to who participated, what activities or events were in focus, and the context in which the
process unfolded.  Although the KM process started out as an internal venturing process, it never really managed to gain support
from management and eventually changed into a set of less radical or new ideas for organizational change.
Conceptualization:  Creating the Basic Building Blocks for the Process Model
The main concepts that emerged from the analysis are presented as a first step to categorize the empirical findings, and thus to
construct the basic building blocks for building the grounded theoretical model.  Following a grounded theory approach as
outlined by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and later adapted by Charmaz (2000) and Locke (2001), we identified three main categories
explaining the KM approaches described from the data.
KM Venturing
The first main category, KM venturing, refers to the KM process as an actor-driven start-up process, which emerged and
developed outside the scope of the current corporate strategy in Oticon.  The process consists of three subprocesses, each referring
to a period in the KM process:  creating, negotiating, and formalizing.
In the creating process, different activities, events, or ideas were created through innovation processes or adaptation or adoption
of ideas existing outside the organization.  The creations were primarily spurred by personal interest and done in parallel with
other work tasks.  Management’s involvement with the activities was limited, and human and monetary resources only sporadi-
cally fuelled the activities.  The actors themselves described their efforts as “skunk work.”  The creating process was unstructured
and actors from various functions were involved.  The mood was that of enthusiasm and the activities were driven by the urge
to “try this out” or “make this happen.”  When asked about the appropriateness of spending time on activities that were not
supported by management, the actors generally stated that being at the forefront and trying out new ideas was part of their job,
and what had attracted them to Oticon in the first place.
Following the process of creating was a process of negotiating the new ideas and activities.  This unstructured process, similar
to the creating process, was initiated by the actors.  The ideas and activities were shaped into more coherent ideas or proposals
by the actors, who then subjected them to what they imagined to be a decision-making process in which they supposed
management would decide which ideas should gain support in the form of resources or attention.  The actors argued for their case
and insisted on the value of their ideas for the organization, but at the same time uncertainty ruled, and the actors referred to
management as being indifferent and not treating the new ideas seriously.  The uncertainty also showed in the negotiation process,
which exposed the lack of consensus about what should be prioritized in the KM process.  The actors referred to this process as
highly political and a source of internal conflict.
The formalizing process differed from the other two subprocesses by being a future process or stage, which was important for
the actors as a presumption or idea of how the process would develop.  In this presumed process, the activities and ideas for which
the actors had managed to gain support were to be made into formal projects either by being given a formal status or by receiving
financial support from management.
The new activities or ideas that management decided to support were to be integrated into other relevant projects or processes
in the formalizing process, and would thereby become part of the organizational routine.   Throughout the fieldwork, very few
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Creating Negotiating Formalizing
Figure 1.  The KM Venturing Process
ideas and activities were actually supported by management, and the majority of the activities that were studied as part of the KM
process were either renegotiated, recreated, or dropped, and never became formalized.
Together, the three processes form the KM venturing process (see Figure 1).
Using the term venturing as a conceptual name for these processes connotes innovation, creativity, new ideas, and grabbing
opportunities, but also choosing among the various creations, and finally building or learning something new.  The descriptions
of the two other main categories will provide more characteristics of the KM venturing process.
Action Attitude
The main category of action attitude, the actors’ attitude to KM action in the KM process, emerged from the data as a puzzling
question of why the actors persisted in creating new ideas and activities regarding KM in the value chain when the activities were
continuously neglected and ignored by management.  This persistent action in the KM process showed in the actors’ continuous
attempts to propose new action in the form of ideas, activities, or systems, to rethink already existing action, to adapt previously
rejected ideas, or to engage in long and tough battles for the proposed KM action.  When asked why they continued to pursue the
KM action, several of the actors acknowledged that it might be difficult to understand for outsiders that they pursued what seemed
to have already proved to be a dead end, but they explained it by referring to Oticon as a special organization “where you have
to fight for what you want.  If you show signs of weakness, you will never get anything through.”  Many references were made
to the values of the spaghetti organization.  The image of the organization as creative, innovative, open, and flexible proved to
be important for the actors’ persistence, and it thus became clear that the interplay between cognition and action was important
in explaining the unfolding process aimed at the establishment of KM.  During the field study, the actors’ attitude to the KM
action changed from persistence to renouncement, and thus the category of action attitude is used to cover both the persistence
and the renouncement of the action.
Perceived Managerial Inaction
The third main category, perceived managerial inaction, emerged as a characterization of the actors’ interpretation of manage-
ment’s role, which changed in the unfolding of the attempted KM process.  The category constitutes a perceived reality, which
the actors interpret and respond to, and which influences their actions as well as being influenced by their actions.  Managerial
inaction is not a category meant to explain the actual action of management.  Instead, it contributes to explaining why the actors’
attitude to action changed during the course of time from persistence in the creating process to renouncement in the negotiating
process.  According to the actors, management was only briefly involved in the KM process and spent very little time discussing
the issues with the actors who proposed them.  The actors’ interpretation of this inaction changed quite radically during the
process.  In the creating process, the interpretation of managerial inaction was that of facilitating the process, whereas in the
negotiation process it was that of inhibiting the process.
Theorization:  Presentation of Theoretical Input to Further Explore and Develop the Model
Once the findings had been explored in depth and the theory was taking shape, we returned to the literature to compare the
findings and to look for relevant theoretical contributions to the analysis and discussion of the data.  Thus, before introducing the
grounded theoretical model, we briefly present the two theories from which we have drawn in the construction of the model.
Knowledge Management
202 2005 — Twenty-Sixth International Conference on Information Systems
Burgelman’s Framework of the Strategy Process
The framework of strategy processes (Burgelman 1983a, 2002) served as a useful tool to discuss and explore the unfolding attempt
to establish KM.  It helped to build an understanding of the KM process as a venturing process, in which autonomous strategic
action initiated by operational-level actors was the driving force as opposed to corporate strategy initiated by management.
To go into the KM venturing process in more detail and provide some possible explanations, the process model of internal
corporate venturing (Burgelman 1983b, 2002) proved valuable.  The model provides insights into the strategic leadership activities
involved in managing the autonomous strategic action of a company.  Although the model does not document the activities of
the operational-level actors in the venturing process, it was helpful in understanding the various activities in which the actors took
part.  The activities documented in the process-model also contributed by providing “stand-in” empirical data from a management
perspective, which has not been a focus of this study.
Weick’s Concept of Sensemaking
Since the empirical data showed that the process unfolded in the interplay between cognition and action, Weick’s (1995) concept
of sensemaking was applied to explain the cognitive issues of the KM venturing process.  It is used to provide insights into the
interplay between the operational-level actors’ cognition and action, and thereby complements Burgelman’s model of the
venturing process, which is primarily aimed at explaining the role of management.
Where the process model of internal corporate venturing is used in the analysis to explore the KM action, the sensemaking
perspective is helpful in addressing the cognitive issues in the KM process and provides some important insights into how the
actors construct meaning as well as how this meaning construction shapes the KM process.
A Grounded Theoretical Model of the Knowledge Management Process
As a result of the initial analysis and conceptualization as well as the utilization of the two theoretical frameworks, upon which
the further analysis of the empirical findings is based, we developed the grounded theoretical process model of establishing KM.
The model in Figure 2 shows the KM establishing process as unfolding in the two subprocesses of creating and negotiating.
Moreover it shows how the actors’ cognition and action interplay and develop in the course of the process and how this affects
the unfolding of the KM process.
Creating the Knowledge Management Action
In the first period of creating, the actors’ general understanding of the organization—the construed reality of “thinking
spaghetti”—dominated and influenced the KM action.  Thinking spaghetti was a strong organizational identity and structure,
which was created during the major change process, mentioned above, which the organization went through in the early 1990s,
but which was still very strong in the KM process.  As part of thinking spaghetti, the actors interpreted the inaction of management
to be a facilitator for the KM action because management, by keeping their hands off the process, enabled the actors to make use
of organizational slack and thereby put energy and time in their efforts to create a KM solution.  As one actor expressed it, 
This organization is good for many projects when they are not going to become too big.  If you can make do
with one or just a few people, then the organization provides great possibilities for you to start and manage
something new—and you are allowed to do it.  Interest can be the driver.
The action in this first period of creating was characterized by a high level of activities and ideas related to KM, proposed by
different actors from different parts of the organization.  The actors referred to the organization as being special, different. and
unique.  This is illustrated by the following quote from our data:  “It’s a great place to work.  You don’t have a boss constantly
looking over your shoulder and you have lots of really competent and inspiring colleagues.”
The actors praised the openness and trust which they encountered and which they attributed to the creative, daring, and front-
running organization.  Concurrently, they referred to the organization as Darwinian and jungle-like, as mentioned by one of the
actors:  “This is a true Darwinian organization.  There is a finite amount of resources and only the ones who…can substantiate
and justify the need for more resources…get the resources in this organization.”
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Figure 2.  Process Model of Establishing KM
Based on the actors’ perception of the organization as a creative environment, encouraging new ideas, various KM activities were
initiated primarily by the IT and Marketing functions.  The majority of the KM solutions that were proposed to solve existing
problems or create the new opportunities were based on IT systems.  In other words, the use of technology was closely linked to
KM at this stage.  The actors saw the KM initiatives as a natural extension of the knowledge-based organization and did not doubt
the support of management.  Contrary to their expectations, they did not gain the support of management.  There was a struggle
to define what should be part of the KM process and who should manage the process and they never managed to build an initial
business case or to find a product champion who could convince management of their ideas.  However, they did not question their
perception of the organization as being open to new ideas and they persisted in creating new initiatives, blaming the incapacity
to gain support from management on their own inadequacy to create proposals that were good enough.  For a long time, this
process of thinking in circles (Weick 1995) created action persistence.  In time, however, the dissonance between what the actors
expected management to do and their actual experience grew, resulting in a reinterpretation of the managerial inaction.
Negotiating the Knowledge Management Action
The period of creating KM action was followed by a period of negotiating the KM action.  As time passed and the actors’ actions
were not acknowledged but rather ignored by management, the actors reconstructed the construed reality to be one of “Living
Lasagne.”  This new construed reality was created as a contrast to “Thinking Spaghetti.”  Drawing from the new reality, the actors
described the organization as becoming more traditional, lacking vision and courage, and preferring stability to change as
mentioned by a rather disillusioned actor:  “However, what we miss from the old organization is the vision.…You somehow
believed the rambling that we were on a quest to save humanity.…The problem today is that the vision is gone.”
Accordingly, this new perception influenced the actions of the actors, resulting in various ways of acting, spanning from
acceptance of the changed reality and adaptation of the actions, to rejection of the changes, followed by a decision to leave the
company.  In line with this new understanding of the organization, the actors interpreted management’s continuous inaction as
being an inhibitor of the KM action.
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The disappointment, which the actors experienced, occasioned a reconstruction of the perception of the organization.  Instead of
assuming the organization to fit the textbook description of the spaghetti organization, the actors started to reflect upon their own
expectations, which had not been met in the KM process, as expressed by a new employee,
We were all disappointed somehow.  It couldn’t be avoided.  It wasn’t like they wrote.  We did not move desks
continuously and we weren’t at the cutting edge of things—well maybe in the case of hearing aids, but not in
the case of IT and the paperless office.
These reflections created the basis for a new construed reality, which influenced the actors’ subsequent process of noticing,
interpreting, and acting in the negotiating process.  The new understanding of the organization, which emerged was very much
in contrast to the thinking spaghetti understanding.  As opposed to image and public appearance, which had been important earlier,
results were now accepted to be in focus.  Organizational change gave way to stability, rhetoric to action and finally the inaction
of management was reinterpreted as being indifference rather than organizational slack (Garud and Van de Ven 1992).  
This new construed reality spurred a change in the actors’ behavior.  Where they had previously persisted in creating new action,
the actors were now divided in their actions.  Some stuck to the KM process and kept trying out new ideas, hoping that
management would finally see the value of their actions.  Others accepted that the organization had changed and adjusted their
action accordingly to become more focused on immediate results and support of existing business processes.  Yet others gave up
the actions and refocused on areas of interest.  And finally, some held on to the idea but left the company to pursue it elsewhere.
The employee responsible for public relations explains his resignation as follows,
Last summer, I asked the board whether I or someone else should play an active PR role in Denmark.  The
answer was no.  They would like some peace and quiet.  In my opinion, that’s unwise.  Although our previous
communication may have been somewhat misleading in terms of painting a realistic picture of the company—
and you can laugh about that—it still represents a tremendous brand value.  Other companies would pay billions
to gain Oticon’s visibility and profile…I will not take responsibility and put my name on something that I
believe is entirely wrong.  I’m happy that I’m going into another job in PR while Oticon is still a recognized
brand.
The effect of the changed understanding of the organization was a prevailing renouncement of the KM action and can be seen
as a failure to establish KM in the company.
The model shows how the two periods of the process were connected by an intermediate event in the form of a change in the
actors’ perception of a mismatch between what they expected and what they experienced.  This mismatch influenced their actions
and their interpretations of the process and made them create new meaning out of management’s inaction.
Drawing on Burgelman’s (2002) framework of strategy making, the failure of the KM process to become an integrated part of
the company’s corporate strategy can be explained.  First of all, the KM process was an autonomous process.  The activities were
not initiated by management but emerged from the bottom up, and they fell outside the scope of the operative strategy, which did
not include KM in the downstream value chain.  However, the actors were actually aware of this and they expected management
to be critical of the KM process as they themselves perceived it as autonomous as opposed to induced and thus not necessarily
part of the current strategy.  What they did not expect, however, was management’s lack of interest in their activities and ideas,
as their perception of the organization was that of an innovative, open-minded organization, which encouraged the proposal of
new ideas and activities.
Accordingly, the key to understand the process model is the actors’ construction of meaning based on their interpretation and
sensemaking (Weick 1995) of the perceived managerial inaction throughout the KM process.  Whereas managerial inaction in
the creating process was interpreted as a positive facilitator of the creation of KM activities by creating the organizational slack
needed for experimentation and exploration of new opportunities (Garud and Van de Ven 1992), this understanding changed when
the inaction continued and the actors’ expectations of the behavior of management were not met.  The actors experienced this
ambiguity, which caused what Weick (1995) refers to as a shock, when the actors realized that management were not going to
embrace their actions.  Until this point, they did not question their own assumptions about the organization, but blamed the lack
of success on their own inadequate efforts to create a convincing case, presuming that management appreciated new initiatives.
This circular sensemaking process created a self-fulfilling prophecy (Weick 1995), which resulted in action persistence.  The self-
fulfilling prophecy can be understood as a belief-driven sensemaking process, where the actors’ beliefs guided what they noticed
and where this “noticed” view of reality formed the basis for the actors’ interpretations.  These interpretations were then used to
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act upon, and the outcome was thereby action, which fitted well with the construed reality of thinking spaghetti and thus confirmed
the actors’ beliefs that they were acting in line with what (they believed) was expected of them.
The upset created by the growing dissonance between expectations and experience instigated a change in focus from the actors’
own actions to those of management.  By creating new meaning of management’s inaction, the lack of success made sense to the
actors when they created a different understanding of the organization.  The new understanding led to a change in behavior,
causing the actors to renounce the KM action, drawing from a new understanding of the organization—“living lasagne”—as being
focused on product-development as opposed to public relations, stability as opposed to change, and good workmanship as opposed
to creativity.
Conclusion
This study contributes to KM research by focusing on the interaction between the cognition, behavior and the actions of the actors
in the emergent process of establishing KM within a reputable organization.  The study differs from the majority of studies within
the KM literature in three important respects.  First, it is a process study as opposed to a variance study (Mohr 1982), which
implies a focus on how events, actors, and context interact and unfold over time (Pettigrew 1997) rather than on the relationships
between dependent and independent variables and subsequent results.  Second, it describes a bottom-up, actor-driven process as
opposed to a top-down, management-driven process.  Third, it puts a strong emphasis on the interrelationship between cognition
and action rather than focusing on actions alone.
The literature on KM is dominated by a focus on various barriers to successful conduct of KM, with two prominent as
explanations for failure:  (1) a mismatch between technology and organization as described by Orlikowski et al. (1995) and
Damsgaard and Scheepers (2001), and (2) the inability to create a knowledge sharing culture to match the organizational culture
as described by McDermott and O’Dell (2001) and Newell et al. (2001).  In this study of establishing KM in an organization, IT
is not the cause of failure nor is the organizational culture an impediment to the KM initiative.  Instead the empirical findings point
to the growing dissonance between the actors’ expectations and experiences of management’s actions in connection to the KM
activities as the major cause of failure.  The study explored the actors’ cognitive maps (Weick and Bougon 2001) or construed
realities  (Isabella 1990), which guided their behavior in the process of establishing KM and how their perception of
management’s inaction throughout the process changed and eventually caused the process to fail.  Based on this, the study
provides an understanding of why a seemingly perfect match between enthusiastic employees, an idea in line with previous
activities, mature use of IT, and a culture known for valuing knowledge, ended in a failed attempt to establish KM and confirms
the inferior role IT plays in this kind of process.
Synthesizing the contribution to the KM literature, the insights from the study of KM as a corporate venturing process point to
the difficulties in initiating a KM process in a highly ambiguous environment, even though the actors are willing and persistent
in the cause, and emphasizes the minor role IT plays in such a case.  Finally, the insight that the actors’ actions are highly linked
to their cognition may be valuable for reflecting on strategic leadership activities in establishing new KM initiatives.
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